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THE ABRIDGEMENT OF THE RIGHTS OF 
SOVIET JEWS IN THE FIELDS OF 
NATIONALITY, CULTURE, AND RELIGION* 
by Zvi Gitelman 
Zvi G i t e lman (Je w i s h )  i s  profe s sor o f  pol i t ical 
s c i ence and a s s oc i a t e  o f  the C ent e r  for Ru s s ian 
and E a s t  Europ e an S t u d i e s  at  t h e  Unive r s i t y of 
Mich igan. He received his  A.B ., M.A., Ru s s i an 
Ins t i tute Certi ficate, and Ph.D. all from Columbia 
Univers ity. He i s  the author of Jewish National­
i ty and S ov i e t  Pol i t ic s  (P rince t on, 1 97 2) ;  Be­
com i ng I s raeli s: Pol i t ical Resocial i z a t ion o f  
S ov i e t  and Ame r ican I m m i gran t s  (P raege r, 1 98 2) ;  
and co-au thor o f  Public Opinion i n  European So­
c i ali s t  Sys t e m s  (P raeger, 1 97 7 ), and E a s t - We s t  
Relat ions and the Future of Eas tern Europe (Allen 
and Unwin, 1981) .  
The s tatus of Jewish nationality, culture, and religion i s  deter­
mined by the interplay of Soviet policy and the react ion to i t  of the 
Jewish population. Soviet policy has two components, s trategic and 
tactical, and on reflect ion I was very impre s sed by the cont inuity of 
the s trategic aspect, s tretching back to be fore the Revolut ion. 
The j udgment exp r e s s e d by Lenin t h a t  t h e  J e w s  a r e  no t a na t ion 
b u t  some s o r t  of ca s t e  and i t  i s  b e s t  for t h e m  to a s s i m i la t e  into 
o t h e r  p eople s ,  rema ins t he b a s i c a s s u m p t ion o f  Sovi e t  policy. I t  
should b e  emphasized that Lenin' s j udgment was not ant i sem i t ic but was 
then shared, and s t ill i s ,  by m any Jew s who d e s c r i b e  t h e m s e lve s a s  
progres s ive, even as Lenin regarded h i s  own ideology as progres s ive. 
Tha t long-term prescription for the Jewish people as a solut ion 
to their problem, or the problem of the world, remains valid to this 
day. But Lenin himself, while re taining this as sumpt ion from a stra­
Legic point of view, was able to make tact ical shi fts, again s e t t ing a 
precedent which is  followed to this day. 
From 1 91 8 ,  i t  w a s  recogni z e d  on purely pragm a t ic g round s ,  that 
the Bolshevik message could be addres sed to this "non-nat ion" only in 
i t s  own "jargon," and the decis ion was taken to give the Jews a s tatus 
a t  lea s t  o f  a na t ionali t y  (na t ionalno s t )  s o  t h a t  ce r t a in cul t ural 
rights could be conferred on them. 
*Re p r i n t e d  by au thor ' s  and publ i sher ' s  p e rm i s s ion f rom Sov i e t  
Jewish Affairs, vol . 1 5, no . 1 (February 198 5 ) ,  pp . 7 9-87 .  
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However, except for Birobidzhan, the Jews had no territory, such 
a s  the other republic nations o r  nat i onal i t i e s  in the S ov i e t  Union 
posses sed. This  was not simply a legali stic matter for it had prac­
t ical consequence s for the nature o f  S ov i et Jew i sh l i f e .  I t  mean s 
that there i s  no con st itut ional rea s on f o r  p rov i d ing the Jews with 
such facili t i e s  a s  the i r  own schools, Journals, news p a p e r s ,  and the 
entire governmental apparatus available to peoples in the ir own terri ­
tories. However, again on a tactical level, these things were in fact 
made available to the Jews at certain times. In the 1920s, in small 
ethnically compact units in the Ukraine, in Byelorus s ia, the Crimea, 
and later on in Birobidzhan, a facsimile of the republican structure 
which the other peoples enj oyed was provided also for the Jews.  There 
we re Jewish s ov i et s  operat ing in Y i dd i sh, group s i n  trade un i on s ,  
Party cells, and s o  on.  
So far as Judaism as  a religion is  concerned, its legal status i s  
not d i fferent from that acco rde d t o  oth e r  religions,  but i t  i s  d i f ­
f e rent i n  practice.  Just a s  the C atholics have no central b o dy c o ­
ordinating their activities, s o  the Jews have none. There are other 
parallel discriminations, such as the lack of places of worship, the 
lack of semina r i e s ,  and s o  on. I n  degree, i f  not in k i n d, the s itua­
tion for Judaism is more severe than for others. For instance, there 
are facilit i e s  for the train ing o f  C h r i s t i an cle rgy, but not f o r  
Jewish clergy, o r  they exist t o  a very limited extent abroad, which in 
itself is a comment on the s ituation. 
The actual, as distinct from the legal, status of Jewish nation­
ality, culture, and religion has been conditioned by certain specific 
characteristics of the Jewish people, peculiar to them. These operate 
in d i f fer ent ·direct i o n s .  On the one hand, Jews more  than any oth e r  
large nationality i n  the Soviet Union have ties abroad. Unfortunate­
ly, these ties are with people_in the United States and in Israel, two 
count r i e s  wh ich obv i ou sly do not rank h i gh on the l i s t  o f  favorite 
state s .  
S ince they have such t i e s ,  the Jew i sh people a r e  nece s s ar i ly 
rega rded a s  a potenti ally di sloyal element. Ju st a s  i n  th e Un ite d  
States questions were asked as  to whether a Catholic pres ident would 
owe his first loyalty to the Vatican or to American interests, s imilar 
questions are raised in the Soviet Union about the Jews.  
In contra st, the s econd p eculiar ity o f  J e w i s h  nat i onality is a 
highly commendable one from the Soviet point of view, and that i s  its 
"progress ive" nature, in that it is  progress ively denationalized. As 
such it is in the vanguard of th o s e  ma rch ing confi dently from 
sblizhenie to sliyanie, in the forefront of the ineluctable march o f  
h i sto ry, from the "dr awing togeth e r  o f  pe ople s "  into a complete 
fus ion .  
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The re a r e  s om e  o th e r  n a t i on al i t i e s  i n  t he Sovi e t  Un i on which 
exhibit the same characteris tics, such as  Bashkirs who have culturally 
become Tatars, Abkhazians who have become Georgians in their culture, 
Byeloruss ians who have become Rus s ianized, e tc. But perhaps no other 
na t i onal i t y  h a s  a d o p t e d to t h e  s a m e  e x t e n t  the cul t u r e  of ano ther 
p e o ple , t h a t  of t he Ru s s i a n s .  And to  that extent they a r e  indeed 
" progres s ive . "  
One of the obj ect ions t o  Zionism i s  that i t  seeks t o  reverse this 
p r o gr e s s ive nature of the Jew s .  I t  t r i e s  a r t ifici ally to t ak e  the 
Jews back t o  their own culture, and even phys ically out of the Soviet 
Un i on to a land wh i ch purpo r t s to be t h e i r s .  So Z i on i s m ,  from the 
S ov i e t  point of v i e w, is  a p rofoundly react i onary d oc t r ine, and n o t  
just  because of i t s  association with t h e  S t a t e  of I s rael. After all, 
t h a t  wa s t h e  Z i on i s t  a i m  long b efore  t h e  m o d e rn S t a t e  of I s rael wa s 
e s t abli shed and was s trongly condemned by Lenin and o ther Bolsheviks. 
Le t me compare and contras t official and unofficial Jewish cul­
ture in the Soviet Union today. Official culture i s  a very narrowly 
r e s t r i c t e d  conce p t , an a r t if·ic i al crea t i on of t h e  1 9 20 s ,  and e s sen­
ti ally d e a d  b y  1 9 3 8 - - n o t  1 94 8  but 1 9 3 8 .  I t  is  l i m i t e d to one lan­
guage , Yiddish, whereas Jewi sh culture has always been expressed in a 
mult iplicity of language s ,  not even res tricted t o  Hebrew. 
In t he 1 9 7 9  cen s u s  14 p e rcent of t h e  Jews g av e  Y i d d i s h  a s  t h e i r  
mother tongue. If you add those who gave i t  a s  their second language , 
you get 3 50,000 people, which is  significant but a rapidly declining 
numb e r .  In 1 9 59 i t  wa s 2 1  p e rcent  of t h e  p o pula t i on, i n  1 9 7 0, 1 7  
percent, and i n  1979  down t o  1 4  percent.  
Hebrew has been a suspect language s ince the 1920 s  because of its 
links with Z ioni sm,  and because some Jewish commun i s t s  succeeded in 
persuad ing non-Jewish commun i s t s  that there is a cla s s  element in the 
mul t i pl ic i t y  of language s a m ong Jews:  nam ely that Y i d d i s h  is  the 
language of the working mas ses and Hebrew that of the clergy and their 
bourgeois supporters. Therefore Hebrew is  a cla s s  enemy language and 
Y i d d i s h  i s  t h e  language which s ho uld b e  prom o t e d  i n  t h e  s oc i al i s t  
s ociety . 
The third lingui s t ic pos sibility would be for Jewish culture to 
b e  expressed in the Rus s ian language ,  just as  in Anglo-Saxon countries 
Jewish culture is expres sed in English. Thi s  is an un-Lenini s t  con­
c e p t .  Acc o r d ing t o  Lenin ' s d oc t r ine, na t i onal i t y  and cul ture  are 
t i gh t ly fa s t en e d  to t h e  p a r t i cula r n a t ive language of t h e  p e ople. 
Once the language i s  abandoned, then in that sense the national cul­
ture ceas e s  also t o  exis t .  
There have been s ome pit iful at tempt s  t o  drag out t h e  demise of 
off icial cul t u r e .  From t im e  t o  t im e ,  one can s e e  t h i s ,  a s  for  in­
s t ance in S ove t i sh Heymland, the Yidd ish monthly j ournal: about three 
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or four years ago there was a no t ice ·of the introduction o f  elect ive 
courses in Yiddi sh language and literature in the schools of Birobid­
zhan. Bu t ,  the announce m e n t  n-o t e d ,  t h e s e  cou r s e s  could not b e  held 
because there were no textbooks· available. for the s tudents.  This  i s  
qui te ironic in the light of  the fact that as  late as  the early 1930s 
hundreds of Yidd ish books we re being publi shed annually in the Soviet 
Un ion ,  among them t e x t b o o k s  for b o t h  p r imary and h i gh schools , and 
even for h i gh e r  ins t i t u t ions of educa t i on .  At t h a t  t im e ,  in the 
1930 s ,  there were over one thousand Yiddish schools in exis tence. 
In Oc t o b e r  1 9 8 1 ,  S ove t i s h  Heymland r e p o r t e d  tha t ,  recogn izing 
that the future of Yidd ish was in danger ,  courses in Yiddish li tera­
ture were to be i n t r oduced at t h e  G o rky In s t i tu t e  which t ra i n s  
wri t e r s .  I d o  n o t  know o f  any culture t h a t  h a s  b e en cr e a t e d ,  o r  
maintained , by send ing s tudents t o  ins t itutes for wri ters. I t  seems 
to me a very s t r ange way of t ry ing to cr e a t e  a cultur e  and the que s ­
tion immed iately arises: if indeed the wri ters are created, who would 
be the readers? 
A compact Jewish populat ion which was Yiddi sh- speak ing exis ted in 
certain cit ies in the Soviet Union as lat e  as  the 1970 s ,  and allow·ed a 
cla i m  t o  b e  made  for Y i d d i s h - language s chools in tho s e  a r e a s .  But  
emigrat ion has reduced that possibility, · which was anyway theoret ical. 
In ci t i e s  such a s  V i ln iu s ,  Che rnov t s y ,  and Riga,  the 1 9 59 and 1 9 7 0  
cen s u s e s  show half the Jew i s h  popula t ion cla i med Y i d d i sh a s  the i r  
mother tongue. I think that s ome part o f  that populat i on would have 
been willing- -even eager- -to send t he i r  children to Y i d d i s h  schools 
had they exi s ted. Economically, it m ight well have been feas ible to 
establish such schools in tho s e  compact areas o f  Jew i s h  popula t i o n ,  
but j u s t  these cities have los t  more than half of the ir Jewish inhab i­
tants largely through emigrat ion. So the Yidd ish- speaking element o f  
Soviet Jewry , most of  which is  made u p  of those Jews who came t o  the 
Soviet Union in 1939-40 , by the 1970s was largely gone. Therefore the 
const ituency for Yidd ish culture is further and drastically diminished. 
Finally , there are intrins ic historical peculiarities of Jewish 
culture which affect the policy of the Soviet authorities t owards i t  
and which make the creat ion of  a speci fically Soviet Yiddish culture 
an exerci se in fu t il i t y .  Tho s e  p ecul i a r i t i e s  are the inex t r i cable 
links be tween the Jewi sh religion and Jewish culture. This  i s  s ome­
thing wh ich even the State of Israe l has come to recognize in the pas t  
thirty years and ironically there , too, the authorities have struggled 
w i t h the problem of how t o  i n t roduce Jewi sh con sciou sn e s s  i n t o  t h e  
school curriculum wi thout int roducing religion. 
The s econd element wh ich i s  indige s t ible i s  the conce p t  o f  the 
"Return to Zion" which again is  not eas ily or naturally d ivorced from 
Jewi sh culture as it has his torically existed.  Both of these element s  
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are cont rary t o  Sovie t  ideology and therefore historical Jewish cul­
t u re,  even in s ecula r ized form, i s  h ighly unpala t able t o  t h e  S ov i e t  
regime . 
In a word, t he n, I t h i nk off ic i al Jewi s h  cul t u r e  i s  a clo s e d  
chapter in Soviet Jewish his tory. Remarkably, however, s imultaneously 
wi th thi s closure, there has begun a new chapter, and that is unoffi­
cial Jewish culture. Thi s  take s the basic form of a s tudy of Hebrew 
and Jewish history and a kind of que s t  for religion. 
The s t udy of Hebrew ha s now gone on unoff ici ally and a t  b e s t  
s e m i - legally s ince t h e  r i s e  of t h e  e m i g ra t i on ( o r  aliya ) movemen t .  
While it  i s  limited t o  the large cities, and t o  the intelligen t s ia in 
those cit ies, it has made quite  a s ignificant impact even on those who 
d o  n o t  p a r t i c i p a t e  in i t .  Tho s e  who a r e  engaged i n  i t ,  whe t h e r  a s  
s tudents or teachers, seem t o  have developed a remarkably efficient 
teaching method. I have been greatly impre s sed by the amount Hebrew 
p e o ple have b e en able to learn in t h e s e  cond i t i on s ,  and p e rha p s  the 
way they have done s o  may be a model for others.  
Along wi th th i s  has come a very limited religious revival which 
has occurred also in other contexts.  There are four dom inant, what I 
would call value sys tems--not ideologies--in the Soviet Union t oday. 
They are: 
1 .  M a rx i s m - Leni n i s m, and the adhe ren t s  t o  t h a t  a p p e a r  t o  b e  
decreas ing in numbers ; 
2. Materiali sm, which I think i s  the larges t  value sys tem, and i s  
almost the Wes tern kind of "pursuit o f  the almighty rouble"; 
3 .  Nat ionalis t ic value systems ; 
4.  Religious value systems . 
The las t  two s ometimes coincide as, say, in the case of the Li thuanian 
Catholics, to s ome extent for Jews, and for certain peoples of Muslim 
backgrounds .  
Perhaps revival is  too s t rong a word t o  use, and it  would b e  more 
correct  t o  s ay t h a t  t h i s  reli g i o u s  i n t e r e s t  i s  t h e  effe c t  of t hree 
cau s e s .  One is s i m ply t h e  s e a rch for an al t e rn a t ive b o t h  to the 
M a rx i s m - L en i n i s m  as well as to the growing S ov i e t  m a t e r i al i s m .  I 
think there i s  considerable d i senchantment with both of these  d om inant 
value sys t ems.  
Secondly, there i s  a recognition by those who began in the Zion­
i s t  movement or who came to it  after leaving the Democrat ic movement, 
tha t the further one looks into the history of the Jewish people and 
t he i r  cul ture, the grea t e r  loom s t h e  role of t he i r  reli g i on .  Fo r 
those who are able to make a personal commi tment t o  religion, this is 
a log ical next s t e p .  Clea rly, n o t  everyone c a n  o r  wan t s  t o  d o  t ha t .  
But there is  a logical connect ion between nat ional consciousnes s  and 
religious observance if one has theological convict ion. 
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Thirdly , and the mos t recent phenomenon, perhaps only of the las t  
few years , i s ,  i n  the ab sence of external . emigrat ion, an increase in 
int ernal emigration. It is obv.ious to Soviet ci tizens today tha t the 
immediate poss ibilities for leaving the country are very small. The 
number of applications for exi t visas has declined. People have come 
to the conclu s i on t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no s en s e  in mak ing an applica t i on 
which will only bring them trouble with no prospect s of gett ing out of 
the country. 
Wh at then sh ould one do if int e r e s t e d in Jew i s h  comm i t m ent?  
W i t hout b e ing cyn ical , I sugge s t  tha t one al t e rna t iv e  is  to  turn t o  
reli g i on. We have s e en t h a t  m any ind ivi duals who b e gan a s  s ecular 
Z i on i s t s  have b ecome incr e a s ingly p e r s onally reli g i o u s .  Th i s  i s  a 
phenomenon which may be growing and cannot be d i smis sed out of hand. 
Added to this is curiosity about Jew ish hist.ory, which has been 
aroused by the fact that the authori t ies have made i t  unavailable t o  
mos t  Soviet citizens. I t  is  a sub j ect which i s  suppres sed and there­
fore people are intrigued by it. 
The re appears  to be very l i t tle cont a c t  be t w e en off i c i al and 
unoff icial cul tural act ivi t i e s .  The form e r  m ake a s t rong p o int  in 
denigrating Zionism but I doub t whether tha t has any effect whatever 
on s t emming the t i d e  of would-b e e m i g ra t i on .  Unoff i c i al cult u r e  
d i rectly and ind i rec tly s up po r t s  the i d e a  of e m i g ra t i o n  a n d  t h a t  i s  
one o f  the rea s on s  why i t  i s  unaccep t able t o  the autho r i t i e s .  Even 
those people who quite sincerely pursue Jewi sh culture with an avowed 
disinterest in emigrat ion are ind irectly promot ing i t ,  because there 
is a kind of logic which leads from Jewish culture to emigrat ion. The 
realization that there is no freedom to live a full Jewish life in the 
USSR means that you can only do so by leaving the country. The Sovie t 
authori ties have them selves  cre a t ed p o t en t i al em igran t s  b y  d enying 
people acce s s  to Jewish culture. 
Wit-hout going too deeply into the religious s i tuat i on, which has 
already been dealt w i t h by o th e r s, I want to p o i n t  ou t one t h ing.  I 
rave b e en q u i t e  a s t on i shed b y  the ineffect iven e s s  of S ov i e t  ant i ­
religious propaganda. Wheri one cons iders the lack of religious educa­
tion over the pas t fifty years ,  coupled with the tremendous inves tment 
in ant i.- rel i g i ou s  prop agand a and a g i t a t i o n ,  i t  i s  qu i t e  amaz ing t o  
find such apathy among t h o s e  who have left the S ov i e t  Un ion t o wa rd s  
religion. Over the years I have interviewed about 1 ,400 emigrants of 
various  kind s in various coun t r i e s .  In every interview one of m y  
quest ions was att itude towards religion in a s tandard formulation: d o  
y o u  con sider yours elf v e r y  religi ou s ,  rel i g i ou s ,  t rad i t i onal,  no t 
religious ,  or ant i- religious? Overall only 5 to 6 percent des ignat e  
·thems elve s a s  being anti- religious , 4 0  to 50 percent choose t o  define 
th e m s elv e s  as non-r el i g i ou s ,  and about a third call t h e m s elve s 
9 
t raditional. S im ilar re sult s have b e e n  o b t a in e d  in o th e r  s u rveys 
als o .  
"Trad i t ional" turns out t o  b e  ob�ervance of certain cus toms ,  not 
nece s sarily and not primarily for religiou s  reasons,  but more often 
for  s en tim e n t al ,  h i s t o r ical, o r  fam ily rea s on s .  But t h a t  a f t e r  s o  
many years of extens ive and intens ive ant i-religious agi tat ion there 
a r e  s o  few m i l i t an t  a t he i s t s ,  c on s c i ou sly comm i t t e d t o  b e ing ant i ­
r e l i g i o u s , t ells u s  a g r e a t  d e al about  t h e  effec t ivene s s  o f  S ov i e t  
at tempts in this mat ter. 
People are t oday s o  far removed from religion that they are not 
" t urned off" b y  any thought of i t ;  t hey a r e  n o t  f r i gh t en e d  b y  i t ,  no t 
appalled by i t ,  and not disgusted by i t ,  so they are not host ile t o  i t  
a n d  not  m o t iva t e d  t o  comb a t  i t .  I t  i s  no t ,  a s  a r e s ul t , even s om e ­
thing t o  d i scus s ,  in contrast  t o  s ome o f  the Muslim people s '  a t t i tudes .  
Far m o r e  effec t ive than t h e  p r opaganda h a s  b e e n  t h e  g eneral 
s oci o-economic trends wi thin the Soviet Union as in o ther developed 
count ries.  As people moved out of the shtetlakh- - the small t ightly­
kn i t  Jewi s h  commun i t i e s - - i n t o  large industrial centers,  where they, 
p e r h a p s  for the f i r s t  t i m e ,  came i n t o  con t ac t  w i t h  people of o t he r 
nat ionali ties , religions,  languages ,  and culture , the same thing hap­
p ened to S ov i e t  Jews a s  t o  t he i r  b r e t h r e n  who went to Canad a ,  the 
Uni t ed S ta t e s ,  or Bri tain. Once removed from the s tructure of Jewish 
t rad i t i onal l ife , Jewi s h  t rad i t i onal p ract ice and com m i t m en t  als o 
changed . 
F inally , a s  r e g a r d s  r el i g i on ,  t h e  s yn�gogue r e m a i n s  t he only 
phys ical cent ral addres s  of the Jewi sh people in the Soviet Union and 
i t  ha s therefore acquired a kind of symbolic and social importance , no 
les s  than i t s  religious importance. There are no o ther place s in the 
country where large numbers of Jews can meet toge ther. It is the las t 
r e m a i n ing s y m b ol of Jew i s h  h i s t o r ical and rel i g i o u s  cul t u r e  on a 
communal basis .  I t  therefore s erve s as  a magne t for many who are not 
part icularly religious but who do wish to ident ify themselve s  as Jews 
and to meet other like-minded people. 
If, therefore , official Jewish culture is being elim inated , and 
unofficial culture mus t  remain semi-legal and haras sed, does i t  mean 
that Jewi sh culture in the Soviet Union will disappear? In the narrow 
s en s e ,  ye s ;  i n  the b r o a d e r  s en s e ,  no.  If one t h inks  of cultu r e  in 
terms of language and creat ivity, perhaps that will d isappear, or will 
b e  even m o r e  r e s t r i c t e d  than i t  i s  even t oday.  Howeve r ,  cul t u r e  in 
t he s e n s e  of a life s t yle , that  will remain d i s t inc t ively Jew i s h  if 
dimini shing, will remain. People spend the ir lei sure in a certain way 
and pursue certain intere s t s .  They have certain values which d i s t in­
gu i s h one g roup from ano t he r ,  s om e t im e s  even if they s p eak t h e  s ame 
language . 
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These differences are immediately recognizable t o  Soviet cit izens 
as well as perhaps to people in o ther countries.  The d ifferent ways 
in wh ich different ethnic groups spend the ir leisure t imes are visible 
to all. And thi s difference is one way which sets  Jews apart ; it m ay 
be dimini shing in the Soviet Union but i t  s t ill exi s t s .  
Culture and subjective ident ity do n o t  necessarily g o  together. 
Jewish ident i ty, Jewi sh consciou s ne s s  a r e  n o t  e n t i r ely d e p endent on 
adherence t o,- and involvement in, Jew i s h  cul t u r e .  In t h e  long t e rm 
they are, but for the life t ime of an individual, and even perhaps for 
two generat ions, they may not be. Ident ification survives the los s  of 
cul ture ; j u s t  as in the W e s t ,  s o  t oo, in the S o v i e t  Uni on, there a r e  
m illi ons o f  Jews who know n o  J e w i s h  language, p r a c t ice n o  Jewi s h  
ri tuals or anything like that, b u t  neve r t h ele s s  c on s i d e r  them s elve s  
and are cons idered as Jews . 
In the Soviet Union there i s  an addi t ional element t o  ant isemi­
ti sm-- and perhaps not only in  the Soviet Union--which forces Jews t o  
accept their Jewi sh identi ty, who m ight o therwi se have been happy t o  
d i s c ard i t, a n d  that i s  tha t t h e y  a r e  preven t e d  f r o m  d o i n g  s o .  And 
therefore the s i tuat ion of Soviet Jews i s  acculturat ion without as­
similat ion, namely the los s  of any form of Jewish culture, except in 
the br oad s e n s e  of l ife s t yle and for c e r t a i n  prac t i c e s , w i thout t h e  
ab ili ty to shake off the burden of Jewish ident ity which i s  preserved 
legally (by the int ernal p a s s p o r t )  and by s oci e ty a t  large wh i ch 
ins i s t s  on regard ing the s e  people a s  Jews n o  m a t t e r  how they would 
regard themselves. 
The guiding princ iples of Soviet policy remain progre s s ive Jewish 
accult ura t i on as a s t ra t egy, alth ough t o t al a s s im ila t i on has b e e n  
pos tponed unt il overall sliyanie (fusion) will be achieved, and that 
apparently i s  s omething for the indefini te future. 
On the tact ical level, however, there have been pract ical shift s, 
mainly in response to fore ign policy c on s i d e ra t i on s  r a t h e r  than for 
domestic reasons, in recent years. 
The Israel-Arab si tuation is relat ively unimportant in the forma­
tion of Soviet policy towards Soviet Jews. What has been crucial for 
thi s purpose has been the super-power relat ionship. The exaggerated 
view of Jewish power and influence in the United States plays a role 
here, as does als o the percept ion that favorable act ion towards Jews 
go e s  d own well in the Un i t ed S t a t e s  Congre s s  and among t h e  Am e r ican 
a t t ent ive public. 
Something which has not been emphas ized sufficiently t ill now i s  
the link be tween emigrat ion and domestic  policy towards Jews, espe­
cially in the s phere of h i gher edu c a t i on. Th o s e  wh o advoc a t e  t h e  
emigration of Jews from the Soviet Union, and I a m  among them, should 
be aware of the fact that emigrat ion of some Jews has very deleterious 
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c on s e quence s f o r  t h o s e  Jews left i n  t h e  S ov i e t  Un i on. We m a y  s t ill 
have t o  make the unfo r t una t e  cho ice t o  c o n t inue t o  p re s s  for  the 
emigration of the m inority who wish t o  leave , but we should be aware 
of what that .  means to the others. 
Parallel with em igration has come a s evere decline in the higher 
educat ion open to Soviet Jews. That is extremely importan t  because 
h i gh e r  e duca t i on is t h e  la s t  channel for  s oc i al mob i l i t y. A t  t h i s 
point, it  affect s  the Soviet Jewish population more than anything else 
b ecause i t  determines the value of the Jews in society. 
The S o v i e t  a u t h o r i t i e s  have adop t e d  a s u p e rfici ally ra t i onal 
p o licy in t h i s  re s p e c t ,  for wh ich one can cr i t i c ize t h e m  b u t  h ardly 
blame them.  They a rgue: why s hould we t ra i n  cad re s for t h e  W e s t? 
Why s hould we adm i t  a phys ici s t  t o  the un iv e r s i ty when t om or r ow h e  
w i ll b e  i n  Ch icago o r  T e l  Av iv , help ing coun t r i e s  i n  wh ich w e  a r e  
p rofoundly un in t e r e s t ed? Therefore the lo g ical t h ing t o  do is t o  
clo s e  off higher educat ion t o  Jews. 
We have t o  recognize t h i s  con s e quence of e m i g ra t i on and t h ink 
what it  means to those remaining. In fact , emigration has confirmed 
an image of the Jews wh ich some Soviet authorities have long held and 
o t h e r s  have now come t o  a d o p t :  t he Jews a r e  no longe r ,  i f  they eve r  
w e r e ,  really S ov i e t  c i t izen s--they a r e  r e s i d e n t  aliens.  They are 
p e o ple who s e  s o j ourn m ay b e  t emporary,  wh o s e  loyal t y  is  d oub tful , 
whose commi tment i s  suspect,  and whose future may not be Soviet. 
The suspicion of d i sloyalty--that the Jews will turn agains t the 
S ov i e t  Union if they can--h a s  b e e n  conf i rmed b y  e m i gra t i on. Even 
t h o s e  Jews who are qu i t e  s incerely loyal, who have no w i s h  t o  e m i ­
grate, who would like nothing be t ter than t o  be completely a s s imilated 
i n t o  t h e  S ov i e t  s y s t e m  and b ecome t o tally Ru s s ifi e d ,  even they come 
under suspicion. For that reason I believe no Jews have any future in 
t h e  S ov i e t  Un i on. Th i s  i s  t h e  i rony: even t h e  Jews who d o  n o t  w i s h  
to emigrate,  e i ther themselves or their children, may be forced t o  d o  
so ,  i f  allowed ,  because of the blanket suspicion cas t  over the entire 
Jewish population by the s tate,  that at best  they are cons idered only 
res ident ali e n s .  
As t o  t h e  fu t ure, I would have t h o u g h t  t h a t  one of t h e  earlie s t  
and least  cos tly signals which a new Soviet administration could send 
t o  t h e  Un i t e d S t a t e s ,  would b e  t o  t u rn up t h e  e m i g ra t i on v o lume. 
Tha t ,  I think ,  would have required some immediate response from the 
U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  I t h i nk I can d i sce rn s om e  s i gnals com ing o u t  of 
M o s c o w ,  b u t  I d o  n o t  s e e  any r e t u rn ing from t h e  o t h e r  s id e ,  and 
therefore I do not expect to see any ges ture from the Soviet leader­
ship, in the short term at leas t ,  regarding emigrat ion. 
The an t i - co r rup t i on cam p a i gn which i s  b e ing launche d  i n  the 
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S oviet Un ion may harm the Jews , as it d i d  i n  the 1 9 6 0 s ,  n ot only 
because they are made into scapegoats. 
I don't b e l i ev e  that th i s  S ov i e t  a d m i n i strati on, or any futu re 
one , is likely to change its basic cultural policy. There i s  no pay­
off for d o ing s o .  It would make no s en s e  to the auth o r i t i e s  to 
reintroduce s om e  form o f  S ov i et Je w i s h  cultu re.  It would b e  costly 
and would not sati s fy any dome stic need since there does not appear t o  
be any great interest i n  returning t o  the cond itions which existed in 
the 1 920s. It certainly would not placate the West. 
Th ere d o e s  not s e e m  to be any rea s on to suppo s e  th at the r e  will 
b e  any revival of any k ind of S ov i et Y i d d i s h  cultu r e , b ecau s e  of its 
i ntr ins ic lack of appeal and b ecau s e  ext r i n s ically it would not do 
very much good. 
At one point, Soviet Jewish culture was seen as a competitor to 
Zionism and to Judaism. A Soviet Yidd ish paper of the 1 920 s carried a 
story which purported to tell about a Jewish peasant woman in Byelo­
rus s ia who, hearing of the plan to settle large numbers of Jews on the 
land in B i rob idzhan or in the C r i m e a, s houted out e xcitedly at a 
public meet ing: "E retz Y i s roel i n  unze r  land ! "  (Th e land of Is rael 
- --
r i ght here in our o wn country ! ), namely, that Z i on i s m  would b e  ful­
filled right there in the Soviet Union. 
That, of course, was one of the motives for settling Jews on the 
land , to create a Soviet alternative to Zioni sm. There are very few 
people,  if any , who now believe in that pos s ib ility. 
Tactical shifts which bring improvements in the Jewish s ituation 
are  but palliatives.  The strategic a im r e m a i n s  unch anged and, I 
b e l i eve , will r e m a in s o .  Therefore we a r e  left with the following 
c i rcum stance s .  For tho s e  Jews in the S ov i e t  Un i on who have m ade a 
persona l comm itment to Jewi sh nationality, whether secular, Zionist, 
or re ligious, the only viable option is  emigration. For those who are 
not nationally conscious as Jews , but cons ider themselve s s omething 
els e ,  wh ether c o s m o p o l itan s ,  or Ru s s i ans,  or G e o r g i a n s ,  the r e  a r e  
theoretically two poss ible options. 
One is a s s im i l at i o n ,  but that is not very real i s t ic b ecau s e  of 
th e r e j ection of it b y  s oci ety and b ecau s e  of legal b a r r i e r s .  The  
other i s  forced e m i grati on. That i s  to s ay, people wh o h ave b ecome 
Jews honori s cau sa.  They th e m s elv e s  have cho s en not to b e  Jews but 
are  so de fined by the S ov i et r e g i m e .  The y wi ll eventually b e  p re s ­
sured into e m i grating a s  Jews , turn ing the i r  adve r s e  statu s into an 
advantage. "All r i ght,  if you in s i st on con s i d e r ing m e  as a Jew 
de spite my ardent desire to be a Rus s ian , and I am going to suffer all 
th e negative con s e quence s of b e ing a Jew, at least I will t ry t o  
exerci se the one advantage of being a Jew, namely t o  vote with m y  feet 
against the Soviet system." 
